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Socially Responsible Branding.

Millions of people worldwide must adhere to special diets for medical reasons.
Reactions to foods range from allergies or rashes to serious complications such as
seizures or anaphylactic shock. Diabetes, heart disease, food allergy, autism, celiac
sprue, and epilepsy are just a few examples of common illnesses that may require
special dietary restrictions as part of their medical management. The American
Diabetes Association (2003) reports that 17 million people in the United States alone
have diabetes. Approximately one in every 400 children and adolescents (151,000
people) has Type 1 Diabetes, and, of the people over the age of sixty-five, 20.1% or
7 million people are affected.

Debra Satterfield
Iowa State University

For these people, selecting the appropriate consumer food products is essential.
Knowing what products to purchase is the first step, but even if a person knows what
foods are appropriate for their medical condition, making the right selection can be
difficult. Mistakes can be the result of confusing label designs and frequent changes
in product packaging or graphics. Corporate branding can also make individual
product distinctions less obvious.
Branding and corporate identity often determine the look and feel of product
design and packaging. In his book, The Brand Mindset, Duane Knapp (2000) refers
to branding as a “way of life”. He suggests that a brand is about passion,
commitment, and the fulfillment of a promise. A genuine brand he says must think
like a brand, make a brand promise, communicate a message, live the brand, and
leverage the brand (p. xvi). For designers, this means that brand identity should be
communicated strongly and consistently throughout the visual and verbal messages
found in the product design, its packaging, and its advertising. Wally Olins (1989), in
the book Corporate Identity: Making Business Strategy Visible Through Design,
identifies product design as essential to corporate branding. For a product-based
company, he says, the product is the most important element in the identity mix
(p. 29). With the importance placed on corporate branding, there is little wonder
why products tend to lose their distinctiveness in lieu of conforming to the
corporate image.
Designers understand how to create strong brand identity systems that unify all
products within a corporation. However, this strong brand identification sometimes
comes at the expense of distinguishing specific products within a brand. For
example, Diet Coke may be strongly associated with the Coca-Cola product line but
be difficult to distinguish from other products within the company such as Diet
Cherry Coke or Caffeine-free Coke. While from a corporate standpoint this strong
brand association may have a positive effect on product sales and corporate image,
it may create problems for millions of consumers who are faced with making product
selections based on strikingly similar graphics.
This research examines the relationship between branding elements, product
identifiers, and other design elements and the consumers’ ability to make accurate
product selections. It will consider the role of design variables such as form, color,
position, proximity, unity and variety in helping consumers discriminate between
brand-related products.
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Introduction
Millions of people worldwide must adhere to special diets for medical reasons.
Reactions to foods range from allergies or rashes to serious complications such as
seizures or anaphylactic shock. Diabetes, heart disease, food allergy, autism, celiac
sprue, and epilepsy are just a few examples of common illnesses that may require
special dietary restrictions as part of their medical management.
For these people, selecting the appropriate consumer products is essential. Knowing
what products to purchase is the first step, but even if a person knows what things are
appropriate for their medical condition, making the right selection can be difficult.
Mistakes can be the result of confusing label designs and frequent changes in product
packaging or graphics.
Strong brand identification sometimes comes at the expense of distinguishing specific
products within a brand. For example, Diet Coke may be strongly associated with the
Coca-Cola product line but be difficult to distinguish from other products within the
company such as Diet Cherry Coke or Caffeine-free Coke. From a corporate standpoint
this strong brand association may have a positive effect on product sales and corporate
image, but it may create problems for consumers who are faced with making product
selections based on strikingly similar graphics.
Emotion and Reason in Consumer Decision Making
When making purchasing decisions, the human brain uses both emotion and reason. In
his book, The Emotional Brain: The Mysterious Underpinnings of Emotional Life, Joseph
LeDoux details a variety of ways in which cognitive science has attempted to
understand this phenomenon. The brain, he says, processes information in two ways,
first as an emotional response to a stimulus and second, as a cognitive response. This
type of processing served us well when life or death depended on split-second
decisions about fight or flight. While our lifestyles changed, our physiology has stayed
basically the same (LeDoux, 1996).
This brain processing phenomena is essential to the effectiveness of corporate
branding. As consumers, we become emotionally attached to certain brands. This is
especially true of products or services to which we attribute significance. Through his
research, the social psychologist Robert Zajonc demonstrated that emotion has primacy
and is independent of cognition. He did this through a series of experiments that used a
technique referred to as the mere exposure effect. He discovered that if subjects were
exposed to novel patterns and then asked to choose whether they preferred the new
patterns or those that they had seen previously, they had a distinct tendency to prefer
those that they were familiar with over the new patterns (LeDoux, 1996).
The mere exposure effect begins to explain the power of branding. It provides evidence
as to why people choose products that they perceive as familiar and how companies
can introduce new products and through brand application can immediately give them
familiarity. The systems of the brain that perform emotional appraisals, says LeDoux,
are related to the areas of the brain that control emotional responses. Once the
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emotional appraisal is complete, the responses are automatic (LeDoux, 1996). Thus it
stands to reason, when a brand is aligned with a positive emotion, the product bearing
that brand automatically receives the same emotional response. And when a new
product is introduced under an existing brand that is associated with positive emotions,
then that product immediately enjoys a higher level of acceptance than it would without
such an association.
Brand identity and product features combine to create the total amount of relative
influence that a specific product has on consumer attitudes. A consumer’s purchasing
behavior is also linked to the emotional response of brand loyalty (Zinkhan &
Braunsberger, 2004). It has also been noted that consumers organize information into
sets of features and store this information in memory. When evaluating a new product,
the consumer will combine this stored information along with new information in order to
form an opinion about a new product. During this process the consumer may only
selectively attend to new information and the interpretation and recall of existing
information about the product (Zinkhan & Braunsberger, 2004).
The affect–reason–involvement (ARI) model of evaluating emotion and persuasion in
marketing notes the importance of emotion and reason in consumer attitude
development. Affective persuasion is defined as spontaneous communication and
rational persuasion or reason is defined as symbolic communication. (see Figure 1)
Emotional involvement is based on holistic syncretic cognition while rational
involvement is based on linear and sequential analytic cognition. Affect is spontaneous
and complete; it is not influenced by reason in any way. Reason, they contend, is
additive and merely builds on the communication (Buck, Anderson, Chaudhuri, & Ray,
2004). In this regard, brand identity tries to create this emotion-based holistic syncretic
communication through the use of a system of logos, colors and visual identifiers, while
verbal information about product features uses more rational, linear forms of
communication.

Figure 1 The A/R Continuum (Buck et al., 2004) with branding and product features
identified on the right.
Legibility and Readability of Product Information
Legibility of information on a product label depends on the relationship between visual
elements in the foreground and the level of contrast that those elements have with the
background. Readability is stronger when information is large enough to be seen easily,
has a straight baseline and is written horizontally. When a word contains vertical letter-
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position shifts it will take longer to recognize and comprehend than the same word
written horizontally (Cornelissen, Tarkiainen, Helenius, & Salmelin, 2003).
Additional Product Features
Since the early eighties, soft drink companies have been expanding their brand lines to
include more and more features or variations based on their flagship product. For
instance, in 1982, Coca Cola introduced Diet Coke. In 1983, they went on to expand on
the diet Coke line by adding Caffeine Free diet Coke and Diet Cherry Coke in 1986. It
wasn’t until 2001 that they started another series of expansions on the diet Coke line
with Diet Lemon Coke (2001), Diet Vanilla Coke (2002) and Diet Lime Coke (2004).
They currently have six variations on the Diet Coke product alone. Similar expansions
have occurred in other companies such as Pepsi, Mountain Dew, and Sprite. By adding
numerous feature to existing brands, the companies not only fragment their sales
between their own products but they also make their brands less able to communicate
effectively about all aspects of the product
(http://www.dietcoke.com/inside_the_can.shtml).
Visual or Short-Term Memory
When making purchasing decisions, consumers rely on their short-term memory.
However, it is limited in its ability to store information in terms of capacity and duration.
Its primary function is storage of information. Short-term memory processes information
for only about 3-7 seconds. For most people the capacity of short-term memory is 7
digits (±2) or 4-5 random words. It was discovered that meaningful information is more
easily stored and recalled than nonsensical information. It was also found that repetition
increased the likelihood of recall. Normal subjects were found to forget meaningless
information in less than one minute, with some information being lost after only 3
seconds and almost all of the meaningless information lost after 18 seconds (Gaddes &
Edgell, 1994).
The amount of meaningful information that a subject sees can be assessed by briefly
exposing them to visual information. The time should be short enough that the subject
cannot rehearse the information through spoken words. In this situation, it has been
found that a typical person can recall 4 or 5 items. It has also been found that processes
such as ordering or categorizing items can make the information more meaningful, thus
increasing its ability to be recalled accurately (Gaddes & Edgell, 1994). The implications
for product design are that the typical person can only process a few facts about a
product and even that information will quickly fade from their memory.
The visual memory of one object may be compromised by overwriting it with information
from a second object. In a test of the capacity limitations of visual memory Lakha and
Writght found strong evidence to suggest that there are thresholds to the amount of
information that we can store in visual memory and that information is subject to loss
when additional information is received. They also found that a current stimulus and a
remembered one may share neural mechanisms thus confusing the recall of this
information (Lakha & Wright, 2004).
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Product Memorability
Psychologists have documented that design variables such as color, motion, luminance
or sudden appearance will draw the attention of the viewer to the changing element.
They have also noted that as the number of visual distracters increases, so does the
relative time to needed to detect a pre-determined object. This effect is known as the
display-size effect (Colcombe et al., 2003). In consumer products, the display-size effect
should be considered relevant to individual package design and to the display of
products in a store. This due to the fact that within a single package design there are
many visual and verbal elements that must be interpreted by the consumer while at the
same time the store environment itself has many distractions such as other products,
shoppers, and environmental noise, all of which compete for the consumer’s attention.
Attention capture and attention control are crucial in our ability to focus. These skills are
compromised by aging; thus making it more difficult for the elderly to concentrate and
make appropriate decisions in the presence of extemporaneous sensory cues
(Colcombe et al., 2003). This would indicate that the elderly are at risk for mistakes in
selecting the consumer products that they seek.
Visual Hierarchy
Visual hierarchy plays a role in the order in which the viewer perceives information. For
instance, because our culture reads from left to right and from top to bottom, information
presented in the top and left sides of a label is given slightly more importance than
information presented in the lower left corner of the label. It is also true that larger or
bolder items will be given more attention than smaller and less significant elements.
Size and proportion also affect the visual hierarchy of information on a product. Nine
different cans of soda pop were evaluated with regard to the proportion of their front
panel devoted to brand identity defined as the corporate logo or lettermark (see Figure
2) and the proportion of space devoted to verbal information about product features.
(see Figure 3) Of the products examined, Diet Coke was found to have the largest
percentage of space devoted to brand identity and at the same time had the least space
devoted to product feature information. In fact, among these products, brand identity
and product feature information tended to have an inverse relationship, where a brand
with a high percentage of space devoted to identity will have a relatively low percentage
of space devoted to information about features.
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Percentage of Front Panel Devoted to Brand Identity or Logo
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Figure 2 Percentage of front panel space on a can of soda pop devoted to branding.
Percentage of Front Panel Devoted to Information About Features
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Figure 3 Percentage of front panel space on a can of soda pop devoted to features.
Design Variables
Design variables are an important in establishing a strong brand identity. Color, form
and typography combine to create widely recognized identity systems such as that of
Coca Cola. Coke which according to it’s web site claims to be the most popular and
biggest-selling soft drink in history, as well as the best-known product in the world, was
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trademarked in 1887. The visual identity includes horizontal, vertical and diagonal logos
in both slab-serif and script fonts. The familiar swoosh background is seen in white, red,
yellow, and green variations, as well as in complex illustrations for some of the
products. In addition, the traditional sculptured bottle was revived from its glass origins
and put into a recyclable plastic form. Even with such a diverse set of elements, Coke is
able to maintain a highly recognizable image that spans their entire line of Cokebranded products.
Method
The technique used in this study is based on the Benton Visual Retention Test (BVRT).
This test was designed to assess visual perception, visual memory, and the ability to
visually reconstruct a stimulus (Coman et al., 1999). The BVRT is used to measure
spatial relationships and memory for newly acquired material. For this reason, it was
chosen as a model for the testing techniques used in this research. The demographic
information collected was also based on data from the BVRT. It has been determined
that gender is not a significant factor in this test while age is considered significant.
Therefore, the age brackets used in this survey were based on research from the
BVRT. Subjects were shown 20 slides in Powerpoint with a variety of images of soda
pop. The images were left on screen for three seconds before being replaced by a
question about what the subjects have just seen. Upon completing the slide portion of
the survey, subjects were given a demographic survey to indicate their age, gender, and
native or non-native use of the English language. They were also ask to respond to a
series of qualitative questions regarding problems that they have encountered while
purchasing consumer products, what products caused them problems, what might be
the ramifications of these mistakes, and why they thought the mistakes occurred. By
analyzing nine soda pop cans, data about the amount of space devoted to branding,
product feature information, and graphics was collected.
Results
This study indicates that consumers find products with extra features above the basic
branding more difficult to remember than products without additional features. (see
Figure 4) Respondents had difficulty with products within the same brand identity (see
Figure 5) as well as products from different brands when the products had additional
features. (see Figure 6) Age and gender did not prove to be statistically significant.
However, it was found that when comparing basic brand products without additional
features native English speakers were more often correct in their responses than were
non-native speakers. Only in identifying basic brands was this difference found to be
statistically significant. When comparing products with features in addition to the
branding, all groups tested had similar difficulties.
Only five questions in the visual portion of this survey were answered correctly by all of
the respondents. These questions all compared products that relied heavily on basic
branding and had few if any additional features. Only two of these questions had three
products in the comparison and in each of these cases the correct answer was a
product that used dramatically different colors than the adjacent products. The other
three questions made comparisons between only two products. This seems to suggest
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that color can be important in distinguishing a product in a memorable way. It also
implies that too much information in the way of additional features or too many products
in the comparison affect a consumer’s ability to recall product information.
Discussion
When products have features in addition to the basic branding information, people have
more difficulty identifying what they have seen. This seems to be consistent with the
affect-reason continuum that indicates that affect is holistic while reason is linear. When
people are required to remember additional linear information about a particular set of
products they may exceed the ability of their short-term memory. With the exception of
non-native English speakers, branding is effective in aiding memory because it does not
rely as heavily on memory capacity. However, in the case of non-native English
speakers, the brand was not effective in this regard. This may be due to a lesser degree
of familiarity with the brand. Further study needs to be conducted to determine the exact
cause of this difference.
Basic Brands Comparison
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Figure 4 The number of correct responses to survey questions involving basic brand
comparisons.

SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE BRANDING 9

Same Brands with Features Comparison
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Figure 5 The number of correct responses to survey questions involving same brand
comparisons between products with additional features.
Different Brands with Features Comparison
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Figure 6 The number of correct responses to survey questions involving different brand
comparisons between products with additional features.
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Limitations
The study may be limited by the lack of information on the education level of the
participants. Because the survey was done in close proximity to a state university, the
relative education levels of the participants may be higher than that of the general
population. Additional investigation is needed in this area.
Implications
People vary in their ability to recognize and remember visual information in packaging.
By understanding why people differ in this area, designers may be able to optimize
consumer product packaging design in such a way as to improve the communication of
those packages. Improvements in this area will ease consumer frustrations and
minimize potentially dangerous mistakes in consumer product selection.
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